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Stories: Gateways to Life, Language, 
Culture, and Pedagogy 
Michiru Hano 
Introduction 
Frank Smith (1990), one of the most influential thinkers in the 
English-speaking world, says that the human brain is a "story-speaking, 
story-creating instrument" and that stories are basic to the 
understanding of life (pp.62-63). The universality of stories in people's 
lives is also indicated by distinguished literary theorist Roland Barthes 
(1977). He states, "Narrative is present in every age, in every society; it 
begins with the very history of mankind" (p.79). Writer Aidan Chambers 
(1983) enlarges upon this concept when he says: 
Story is everywhere. No culture, no civilization, no human group 
has ever been found that does not use story as its basic and usual 
means of communication. (p.20) 
The purpose of this paper is to point out how stories used in the 
process of English Education act as gateways to our knowledge of life 
itself, to linguistic competence in English, to intercultural communication, 
and to teachers'ongoing education. 
In the following paragraphs of this Introduction, I wil explain the 
power of stories to convey an understanding of life and knowledge of 
the world. Then in Part I, I will show how stories function in 
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communicative language learning and culture. In Part I, the focus will 
be on teachers'storytelling and the pedagogical insights they acquire 
for becoming better teachers. 
Stories as a School of Life 
I am convinced from the experience of my personal life, as well as 
from my professional life as a teacher, that stories have had a key 
function in the process of constructing my own ongoing knowledge and 
developing human growth. A one-sided telling or listening is not enough. 
Conversation, an exchange of thoughts and feelings, is essential. Through 
the years, conversations with my own family, with my former Japanese 
teachers, friends, and classmates, and later with people from many 
countries that I have met here in Japan and during my studies in the 
United States and travels abroad have al become a real part of me. I 
have learned from my own verbalization of past events, as well as from 
listening attentively to the expressed memories of others, that we 
humans are truly socio-cultural beings intended to be relational. 
As an educator, I want my English students on the junior college 
and university levels in Japan to learn from personal experience the 
validity of the statement made by Mayher (1990) of New York 
University. 
He states: 
Stories create the space with which we explore our own place in 
the world. They not only help us consolidate and frame our 
knowledge of the world, but our own stories and those we hear 
from others are particularly crucial in helping us understand human 
motives and actions. (p.99) 
Polkinghorne (1988) explains how at the individual level, people 
have a narrative of their own lives which enables them to construe what 
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they are and where they are headed. Bruner (1990) has said that he 
wants to make it clear that our capacity to render experience in terms 
of narrative is not just child's play, but an instrument for making 
meaning that dominates much of life in culture (p.97). 
Part I -Stories in Communicative Language Learning and Culture 
First of al, I wish to clarify the fact that I believe with K. Goodman 
(1986), a prominent researcher and educator in the field of language 
arts, that integration is a key principle for language development and 
learning through language. Mayher (1990) also has a strong opinion 
about integrated language education because al four modes of language 
use involve active meaning making and active learning. He says, "In 
normal language use, we switch naturally and effortlessly between 
reading, writing, speaking, and listening, and in al modes we are 
consistently trying to make sense of what is happening" (p.206). Culture 
plays an important part in al these modes. However, in order to 
emphasize the role that stories play in each type of language learning, I 
will comment on the four basic types separately, and then about the 
matter of culture. The point to remember is that in actual use, they 
overlap. 
Secondly, along with Gordon Wells (1986), specialist in the realm of 
children's language, literacy, and learning, I believe there is value not 
only in true stories but also in works of fiction. Gordon Wells says that 
fiction is actually rooted in fact in the sense that it is about ordinary 
people acting in familiar ways, but in a world that is possible though 
differing from a world that has actually existed (p.204). 
Thirdly, I strongly support the inquiry-based approach to education 
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and, therefore, encourage student-generated questions in al areas of 
communicative language learning. When students ask questions because 
they really want to know something, they naturally engage in discussion 
and learn to consider the multi-sidedness of situations. Jerome Harste, 
Professor of Education at Indiana University, leader in the inquiry 
approach to learning, believes that "it is our task to convince students 
that the notion of interest, doubt, and problem-solving is worth 
pursuing and that we must make sure that they know how to create 
doubt against what they are learnmg" (personal communication, July 28, 
2001). 
In the next few pages, I will explain how at this time I approach 
classroom teaching. However, if I had the opportunity to ask al of my 
readers to share their experiences, no・doubt our interactions would lead 
to an even broader view of the value of stories in language learning. 
Listening 
At the beginning of a new course, before I know the students 
ability to understand English, I explain clearly in Japanese that I want 
them to keep a portfolio (like・a diary or notebook) in which to record 
information which they will later share with other students as well as 
with me: people they have met; places they have gone; events which 
have taken place; books, movies, and TV programs which have made an 
impression on them; humorous anecdotes, etc. The students can draw 
pictures or paste in photos along with the writing. I want them to r.eflect 
on those memories and e:xperienc.es so that when they practice 
conversation in class. they will be able to tell~very simple story in 
English about a topic of their choice. Then, at subsequent classes, they 
will sit in small groups of three or four members to listen to one 
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another's stories. They don't have to be worried about perfect 
sentences or being graded, but just to concentrate on being attentive 
and respectful listeners. 
After each one shares his/her story, the other two or three 
members may ask the storyteller for the meaning in Japanese of any 
words they didn't understand or for more information on the topic. I 
find that they feel awkward at first, but gradually they will enjoy 
hearing about their friends'experiences, ideas, and opinions. Many 
students may have trouble expressing their ideas in English, so the 
teacher's role is to encourage and facilitate students'positive utterances. 
They are free to ask the members of each group for help when they 
cannot express themselves well in English. I am ready to answer 
anyone's question about word usage, pronunciation, etc. In this way, 
they realize they do not have to be worried about making mistakes, and 
they wil enjoy expressing their feelings and opinions. They wil also fel 
more confident because they understand they can somehow communicate 
among themselves in English. The teacher's role is to create an 
atmosphere in the classroom in which students can participate in 
learning without fear. 
I often show a scene from a video-movie and afterwards ask them 
to share with one another what they have understood. Sometimes I give 
them a Xeroxed copy of a story to follow while they listen to a native 
speaker read the story on audiotape. I emphasize the fact that they are 
increasing their knowledge of life and of the world. They are gaining 
new experience and learning to understand other people's motives, 
feelings, and actions. Listening to stories will teach them what James 
Britton (1982) says about our becoming experienced people in the light 
of other people's experience; that although we build a common world, 
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we each build in our own way (p.82). 
Speaking 
I consider it essential that I keep my classroom a place where 
students will feel comfortable about attempting to speak English. I agree 
with Rivers (1983), who maintains that in order to succeed in natural 
language learning, students need a low-anxiety situation, where they will 
feel at home with each other and the teacher and thus be willing to 
express themselves freely (p.13). 
As I indicated in the preceding section on Listening, I encourage 
interaction so that students become aware・that the comprehension of 
others'ideas is just as important as the expression of their own. 
Mayher (1990) also contends that peer-peer interaction is the most 
powerful vehicle for language development in young people. 
I advise my students that if they really want to learn from the 
stories of their friends and classmates, they need to listen positively and 
ask questions whenever possible as long as it does not interfere too 
much with the flow of talk by the speaker. After al, natural conversation 
should be neither a monologue nor a one-sided lecture. Mayher, Lester, 
and Pradl (1983) say that when we hear other people respond to what 
we have said and give immediate feedback, then ideas, feelings, and 
thoughts that have never occurred to us before pop into mind during 
conversation because someone provokes us to talk further (p.19). 
Regarding this, Britton (1982) in his essay on "Talking" in Prospect 
and. Retrospect, says that talking, is the normal way in which we 
endeavor to make sense of our own・experiences so that we store in 
memory not the raw data of events but the meaning we have come to 
attribute to them. He says that speech is of al language modes the best 
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suited to the task because it has grown its roots, in infancy, deep into 
our firsthand experiences (p.115). 
Reading 
In her book Literature as Exploration, Louise M. Rosenblatt 
(1938/1991) states that in the education of youth, many important 
things cannot be taught in a formal institutional manner but are 
experienced and incorporated into the personality through literature (p. 
181). She explains that through literature students vicariously share in 
the struggles, perplexities, and achievements of other people. They 
become part of different environments and see with new emotions the 
conditions and lives around them. She also contends that those vicarious 
experiences have at least something of the warmth, color, and 
immediacy of life (pp. 181-182). Although the material I provide in class 
is not necessarily called "great literature," I do believe that the stories I 
give students to read work well in doing many of the things which 
literature is supposed to accomplish. 
Over a period of ten years, I have collected ideas for stories from 
newspapers, magazines, books, and movies, as well as from the personal 
experiences of myself, friends, and personal communications with "neat" 
(appealing but not necessarily famous) people in many countries. I have 
gradually written many of those stories on the reading level of the 
students I am teaching and have presented them in a book entitled Neat 
People to be used as an occasional text. Those stories are both about 
Japanese people and also about people in other parts of the world. Some 
are stil living and others are dead, but their experiences are well worth 
reflecting upon. 
I make a point of not telling the students what values they can find 
104 (408) 第 48 巻 第3・4号合併号
in those stories. However, when they talk together about the contents 
and write about them in compositions, I am satisfied through their 
reading logs that they have made their own meaningful choices about 
what they want to add to their store of memories. I also believe that 
they will make further sense of. their lives through encountering the 
experiences of others. 
Gordon Pradl (1996), whose own life story as a teacher is woven 
throughout his book Literature for Democracy, believes that we come 
alive in one another when we engage in "democratic conversations" 
about what we read. This happens not only when students listen to one 
another but also when teachers, listen to. their students'ideas and 
opinions with an open mind. He says, "When students'responses are 
respected by teachers in a democratic setting, they develop confidence 
in voicing their thoughts" (p.9). 
Writing 
I believe that we learn to write by actually writing, and・in the 
beginning students can write best about their own experiences and 
those they have acquired from the conversations and stories of their 
friends; also from the inspirational stories they have read about or seen 
in movies, plays, or on TV, etc. They are especially interested in what 
young people like themselves have to say. That's why I saved writing 
logs and compositions written by actual students of mine in Japanese 
universities where I formerly taught and printed them in a book entitled 
Express Yourself. Each composition carries the real name of the student-
author with permission Cin some cases. a pseudonym). the name of the 
university, and the name of his/her major. (For some, the major is 
Spanish or Chinese, as well as English, in order that the content may 
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encourage students with a variety of interests.) The students in my 
present classes generally enjoy seeing that the writers of those essays 
are genuine college students of the same or similar ages. 
I had told my former students to choose a topic that had real 
meaning for them and that later their work would be shared with other 
students. In other words, they had their own strong purpose for writing 
and a promised audience of their peers, not just reading by the teacher. 
I did this because I remembered that we used Arizona Bulletin (written 
by high school students in the state of Arizona) as one of our textbooks 
in the graduate course in teaching composition at Virginia State 
University. I learned that it would be a wonderful idea to collect 
students'essays to be published in book form. I believe that this has 
really motivated students. To make this project successful, I helped 
them energetically and carefully so that individually they could express 
what they really meant to say in English. 
The compositions printed in my book have titles as diverse as "What 
I Learned from Living Alone," "How to Deal with Stress," "The Benefits 
of a Part-time Job," "Things that Bother Me," and many others relevant 
to the age and contemporary lifestyle of students on the brink of young 
adulthood. The vocabulary used by the student-authors is pretty much 
on the same level as that of the reading audience. Some of them may be 
quite simple, others a bit more challenging; and I arranged them in that 
order. Finally, I asked an experienced American professor to check al 
the essays so that the material could be used as a textbook. 
I then tel my current students to read those stories and afterwards 
to write an essay on a topic that they feel comfortable about, in which 
they can express their opinions, feelings, emotions, hopes, dreams, and 
even anger and sorrow to be read by their classmates. Truth often 
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really hurts, but in being open, students can let of their steam. 
Again, I do not expect error-free essays. Rather, as a sort of 
counselor or facilitator, my goal is to build up a comfortable, pleasant 
feeling on the part of the students so that they can gradually get used 
to expressing their real, honest, gut-feelings in・order to get over 
difficulties and enjoy what they are doing even more. In so doing, 
hopefully students will become accustomed to writing simply, easily, and 
expressively, using the ideas which also come from their shared 
experiences. Later on, they can work on clarity and correctness because 
there is litle point in having a "correct" paper that lacks clear and 
meaningful content. Also, a student who worries constantly about 
making mistakes will be a fearful and crippled writer. 
Cultural Implications 
Agar (1993) in his book Language Shock coined the word 
"linguaculture" because language and culture cannot be separated. 
Darnen (1987) considers the knowledge of culture as the fifth skil to be 
taught in language classes. 
Bruner (1996) says that helping those growing up in a culture to 
construct an identity within that culture is the responsibility of any 
system of education (p.42). In Japan, where at least in the past there 
has been an emphasis on the desirability of uniformity, we know that in 
reality every person's ancestors, immediate family members, childhood, 
and later experiences have been different. By sharing our personal 
stories. we are able to construct a cultural identity as Japanese. 
However, it is no longer possible to be content with just 
understanding Japanese history, life, and customs. We have to see 
ourselves as citizens of a multicultural world. Today there are countless 
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people from the various countries of Asia, Africa. Europe, and North and 
South America living within the borders of Japan, and they definitely 
have an impact on our society. Simultaneously, Japanese are visiting, 
studying, and doing business in foreign countries. In order to encourage 
students to be internationally-minded people, we have to make sure that 
they gain a comprehensive knowledge of the beliefs, values, ways of 
thinking and behaving of people around the world. 
I ntercu ltural Communication 
Just knowing about the differences which exist between cultures is 
not enough for enabling us to get along with them harmoniously. All 
through life, even in our own families and other personal and 
professional relationships, we have to learn continually to see things not 
only from our subjective viewpoint (which is sometimes important) but 
also through the eyes of the other party. In simplified form, I believe 
this kind of negotiation is the essence of intercultural communication. 
Ting-Toomey (1999) states: 
Intercultural communication is viewed as a symbolic exchange 
process between persons of different cultures. The general goal of 
effective intercultural communication is to create shared meanings 
between d1ss1m1lar individuals in an interactive situation. (p.21) 
In personal life we accomplish more by patient flexibility and 
respect for the other person's self-image than by headlong conflict based 
on the "I'm right; you're wrong" mentality. People of dissimilar cultures 
use different speech patterns, non-verbal communication, and gestures. 
It is through interaction in everyday life that we become conscious of 
these differences. We realize that they stem from the beliefs, traditions, 
and values which a person holds by being a member of a particular 
culture. 
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Part Iー Teachers'Storiesand Pedagogical Insights 
The Value of Reflection 
Seventy years ago, Dewey (1933) expressed the idea that reflection 
in teaching is the time when knowledgeable teachers look back on their 
work in classrooms in an effort to understand their experiences more 
fully and to learn from them. He said that it is a process by which 
teaching is removed from a routine pattern to a thoughtful・and self -
questioning form of intelligent action (p.6). More recently, since when in 
1983 Donald A. Schon published The Reflective Practitioner, people in al 
professions have been urged to have more confidence in the knowledge 
that stems directly from the work in which they are engaged (vi). 
Assuming that competent practitioners usually know more than they 
ordinarily express, he calls upon their capacity for reflection on their 
intuitive knowing in the midst of action. Due to this reflection, 
practitioners come to use this capacity to cope with the unique problems 
existing in the actual situations in which they work. 
The Multifunctional Role of Teachers'Stories 
We are mindful of Dewey's (1910/1938) observation that knowledge 
1s not absolute, immutable and eternal, but is relative to the 
developmental information of man with his world as problems arise to 
present themselves for solution (vii). Therefore, we approach the 
sharing of our lives in the classroom with the assurance that there is 
always more to learn and that we will mut叫 lygenerate new 
knowledge and take a forward step as lifelong learners. 
Stories capture our interest, and it is relatively easy and natural to 
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get our message across in narrative form. Throughout history, some of 
the world's greatest teachers have used storytelling as a way of 
teaching. Consider the parables of the New Testament, Aesop's fables, 
the Mother Goose rhymes, and the fairytales of both the East and West. 
Stories provide a concrete form of reflection. When another teacher 
tels a story, we think about events and people who are doing things. 
We can go over the story many times in our own minds, each time 
possibly seeing new meanings. We can also imagine how we might have 
done it differently. Also, we tend to remember stories far more than 
cold facts and statistics, and when we tel a story ourselves, we often 
remember what has been forgotten but which will now strike us as 
significant for our teaching. 
Stories and story analysis also enable us to bring to our awareness 
some of the deep beliefs and assumptions that lie beneath our teaching. 
They remain hidden until we verbalize our stories. According to Richert 
(1992), as we talk and listen, we construct through stories our personal 
ongoing knowledge of teaching, rejecting ideas and beliefs once held to 
be "true" and reframing them as new information becomes available 
and circumstances change. This teacher reflective dialogue involves the 
concept of "voice" —the use of language to explain, describe, question, 
explore, or challenge. Voice is a necessary part of reflective teaching. As 
we hear ourselves speak about what we do, believe, fel, or think, we 
become conscious of what we know, are coming to know, as well as 
what we don't know. We can further examine our words after we've 
spoken (pp. 189-197). 
Nancy Lester in the department of Teaching and Learning at New 
York University stressed the importance of our histories and 
experiences of how we have learned and how we have been taught. She 
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said we should share those stories with others, looking at them deeply 
and critically, "making connections among the stories, and from the 
stories to new ideas, new texts we read, and to the theoretical practices 
of language education we are going to enact" (personal communication, 
May 25, 1993). 
Conclusion 
In the Introduction to this paper, I mentioned that I was convinced 
from the experience of my personal life and my professional life as a 
teacher that stories have an essential function in the process of 
constructing our own ongoing knowledge of the world and our place in 
it. In the Appendix, I will include the story of a great teacher who had a 
lasting influence on many of his students. 
The stories of history and culture demonstrate the positive 
achievements made by men and women since the beginning of the 
world, as well as the mistakes—individual and corporate-human beings 
have made down through the centuries. We are supposed to learn from 
them, to interpret carefully stories and the way they affect us. Nel 
N oddings (1992), Professor of Education at Stanford University, 
maintains that in our present culture the need for care for other human 
beings is acute (p.xi). For that reason, she says: 
We should educate al our children not only for competence but also 
for caring. Our aim should be to encourage the growth of 
competent, caring, loving, and lovable people. (p.xiv). 
Genuine caring is brought about not by accumulating abstract principles 
but by increasing our knowledge of people through genuine. first-hand 
encounters with them and by reflecting on their meaning. Then our 
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human instinct is to share those remembered stories with others. 
In the field of English Language Education, I strongly believe that 
the most crucial issue is the preparation of future teachers, for they are 
the ones who can inspire thousands of young children, students, and 
future citizens to choose the path to human growth. 
Appendix 
Tokio Nakagawa, honorary Professor of English at Kobe City 
University of Foreign Studies, once mentioned an impressive remark by 
Bil Robinson, President of Whitworth College in Spokane, Washington. 
It was on the occasion of a commencement ceremony. He said that we 
have two ears but only one mouth. This means that listening is even 
more important than speaking. With this in mind, I want you to hear the 
story of my former professor who greatly influenced my life. 
Mamoru Ito 
During summer of 1992, I visited Mr. Mamoru Ito, then 84 years old, 
at his home in Kobe, where we talked for over two hours. He had been 
one of my most respected teachers when I was a freshman at Kansai 
Gaidai University back in 1972. He did not go to college or study abroad. 
Instead he taught himself. However, his English ability was better than 
that of any other Japanese professors that I had ever met. 
When he was a boy of twelve, he practiced English pronunciation 
by trying to imitate the mouth position shown in English books of his 
day with the help of a small mirror. Then, when foreign sailors arrived 
at the port of Yokohama, he would rush to a nearby hotel and try out 
his conversational English with them, finding that he could make himself 
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pretty well understood. At that time, there were no English TV or radio 
programs, but he continued to make progress in English by using it 
constantly. Later he taught for many years at the Palmore Institute in 
Kobe after being invited there by Professor Hiromichi Oginome of Kobe 
University. There because of his extensive knowledge of English 
grammar and usage, he was able to answer the questions of many of his 
American colleagues. 
As a teacher, he emphasized getting to the essence of whatever 
was being learned, not to take in easily what we read and hear. He 
stressed the importance of finding meaning by using language to 
examine the reality of the world. Soon after the Great Hanshin 
Earthquake in 1995, Mr. Ito passed away, but he has left many of his 
students a legacy. That is the challenge always to keep on learning and 
to be confident that our efforts will have positive results. 
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